RESEARCH 



SOME CONTRADICTIONS 

OF 

CAPITALIST DEMOCRACY 


Abb dul Wahab Suri 

Department of Philosophy, University of Karachi 


4 # 


Respite the fact that we are confronted with the phenomenon of the Inflation of de- 
mocracy", at the intellectual level* voter turnout rate is decreasing all over the world. 
Hobsbawm notes that people are legitimately withdrawing from citizenship. The state s 
powers and functions have been undermined by the size of supranational and infrana- 
tional forces,. . .this can best be described as the withdrawal of its inhabitants from citi- 
zenship" (1996 p. 73). The weakening of the state is accompanied by the increased domi- 
nance of market forces. This domination of the circuit of capital over the circuit of citi- 
zenship is a manifestation of what I call "the internal contradiction of capitalist democ- 


racy". 

What are the reasons behind this withdrawal from the sphere of citizenships. Has the 
enlightenment’s claim of anthropocentricity and the sanctity of the right of self-determina- 
tion became irrelevant for the new generation? What are the underpinning factors behind 
this legitimate withdrawal from the sphere of citizenship? 

When we look at the present western political system in global perspective, two 
important tendencies are evident. 

(a) Successful accumulation of capital is not of a domestic nature rather it is intrinsi- 
cally global That also leads to an increase in the concentration of capital 

(b) Political and cultural communities are disintegrating throughout the western world. 
Political theorists believe that these tendencies be countered by the development of 
e{ civil society”. 

The idea of civil society contrasts itself from that of religious society. Civil society is 
supposed to emerge due to the establishment of a contract among equally rational, free 
and self-interested individuals. In such a society individuals are "held together by imper- 
sonal bonds of interest rather than ties of kin and blood" (Ignateiff 1995 p. 130), or faith. 
Civil society provides a fair procedure which helps individuals to pursue their own 
conception of the good. It presumes the existence of a self-sustaining mechanism, ordered 
by an efficient and systematically organised legal framework. It provides n ..,a self-cor- 
recting mechanism in which the selfish actions of myriad individuals brought together 
only by the rule of law, manages to produce an orderly and dynamic accumulation of 
prosperity unprecedented in human history" (Ignateiff p. 130). The paradigm of the mar- 
ket is constantly expending. "The economic approach is a comprehensive one that is 
applicable to all human behaviours". (Escobor 1995 p. 151) Becker’s work on popula- 
tion represents all social and personal relationships as capable of markitisation. In mod- 
ern political economy, the sole criteria for the determination of what ought to be and what 
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ought not to be is that of the market. Modern political economy presumes market activity 
to be self -justificatory. The state is not expected to play any part in the determination of 
value. 

Civil society and free market economy reinforce each other. "Even as a welfare agency 
the state does not work against the market" (Berthoval 1955 p. 73). The presumption 
behind "this neo-liberal frame work is that economic growth without any redistribution at 
all should allow us to solve the dramatic problem of poverty throughout the world with- 
out the smallest contribution imposed upon the rich" (Berthoval p. 73). Gellner considers 
civil society as "a profane society, a society that explicitly sought to put the lowest of 
human desires to productive uses". Mandeville acknowledges that, in such a society, 
'private vices make public virtues. The profane is purified by demonstrating that capital- 
ist individuals are more likely to promote the public good when they looked exclusively 
to their private interest (both qouted in & Ignateiff 1 995 p. 1 30). In a nutshell, we can say 
that it is presumed that the market can produce an equitable and just redistributive system 
and civil society could also be a moral order spontaneously and unintentionally gener- 
ated by the operation of market forces. 

But the accumulation of global capital has historically depended upon the strengthen- 
ing of the nation state. Today, this nation state is being weakened through decentralisation. 
Hobsbawm identifies three basic reasons for the decentralisation of nation states. 

First, the creation of a supranational (or rather transnational) economy, whose 
transactions are largely uncontrolled or even uncontrollable by states, restricts the capac- 
ity of states to direct national economies... Second, the state has been weakened by the 
rise of regional or global institutions such as the European Union and the international 
banking institutions. . .Third, territorial borders have been made largely irrelevant by the 
technological revolution in transport and communications” (1996 p. 272). 

Decentralisation is being promoted globally. Small communities are actually per- 
forming two functions, one is intentional and the other which is more important and disas- 
trous is unintentional. 

Firstly, the international function is to sustain the sphere of citizensh ip which is shrink- 
ing because of the individual’s legitimate voluntary withdrawal from the sphere of citi- 
zenship at the national level. " the decline in ideological mass parties., politically 
mobilising electoral machines or other organisations for mass civic activity (such as 
labour unions) is (an indication of this); another is the spread of the values of consumer 
individualism, in an age when the satisfactions of rising consumption are both widely 
available and constantly advertised". (Hobsbawm 1996 p. 273) Civil society is basi- 
cally a capitalist institution of instrumental nature. Its functions is to sustain liberal public 
order which is disintegrating, because of the politically and socially dangerous growth of 
inequality between regions and individuals. That free market policies, uncorrected by 
public redistribution create social inequalities needs no proof after the dramatic increase 
in the inequality of income since the 1 980s. (Hobsbawm 1996 p. 275), We observe that 
the economic concessions (social benefits and welfare) granted previously have no justi- 
fication in current liberal thought. The claim that the state must prevent the least privi- 
leged from incurring losses has now become obsolete. And the situations is that: about 
300 million people in the third world were unemployed or under-employed in the late 

43 


Pakistan Business Review April 1 999 


SOME 


ir^iww-rniiWiinf 


CONTRADICTIONS OF CAPITALIST DEMOCRACY 


RES E ARC 


'oon^H S ? re fT 22 “ iUi ° n Pe ° Ple in the industrialised capitalist countries. By 
T TO’ is estimated that well over one billion people will be seeking employment in the' 

thmd world alone (Gursov 1998 p. 4) Due to the incapacity of the state die liberal pro 
motets of civil society are providing support to non-governmental organisations and try- 
g o delegitamate the state’s social interventions. It is important to note that civil society 
pe umes a ree market economy, but the inevitable consequence of the flourishing of thl 

creates *** *** *** 3nd Weaken Thus a stron § civil society 

Secondly, the unintentional consequence of decentralisation is that, it legitimates capital 
accumulation and concentration. The only instrument which a modern political economy 

of the f,°e Ume ' ? e . hegCmony ° f - Ca P ,ta1 ’ is the nation state - But because of the development 
f the f ee market economy and civil society the state gets weaker and weaker so that the 

possibility of the performance of the redistribute function becomes increasingly difficult 
The basic category of the liberal state is citizenship, and such a state is basically a 
lepiesentative of the citizen, but who is a citizen? In principle (according to classical 
1 iberal political theory) the citizen is the sovereign and he has a divine right Since he has 
c i vine i ight, he is free to choose whatever he wants, or whatever he wills. In this context 
die state is an instrument though which he can realise or actualise his desires and wants 

, ' , neCeSSan ( ly lcglt[niatc because is sovereign, rational and free. Thus the 

i beral conception of citizenship presumes every individual to be equally free and ratio- 
nal that ,s why on the one hand at the private level everybody has a right to pursue his own 
conception of the good On the other hand, everybody has equal right of vote, irrespective 

sfract form of f T*’ pohtIcai ’ ed «cational upbringing. The vote is an ab- 

s iac form of freedom. Since the citizen legitimately surrenders his sovereignty to the 

state therefore ,t,s necessary for the state to legitimise that relinquishment. The state must 
effectively and honestly perform a redistributive function so that even disadvantaged citi- 
zens can realise their desires. The redistibutive function of the nation state is in actuality 
an important instrument which sustains the sphere of liberal citizenship. Otherwise the 
commitment of the people to the state in principle become illegitimate. This reveals an 

cXnsW p aSPeCt 1116 rdati ° n betWCen libCral SOCIO ~ P ° lltical the0f y and the of 

1 he market is basically the sphere of non-citizenship. In the market we are not equal 
me lviduals, or in other word we are not citizens, nor are we men, or women, or black or 
white or Hindu or Muslim. We are consumers or producers or labourers or managers’ In 
ohort the market is not subordinate to political democratic morality. It is not just a moral 

ca ledT l‘ i t “ t0 G, ' 0Wth 0 9?6) Fred Hirsch dealt at ^ngth with what he 
called the depleting moral legacy of capitalism". He argued that the market undermines 

the moral values that are its own essential underpinnings, values that have been inherited 

lrom preceding socio economic moral orders, specifically Christianity. 

Thus the market is the sphere of oppression and selfishness. The rationale of the 

market ns purely consequential^, "the seductive power of the market is so powerful 

today that aid is no longer viewed as a moral policy. With the failure of the centralised 

planning model and the rise of the new market mentality, aid is quite explicitly designed 

in puiely utilitarian items". (Berthoval 1995 p. 731). The market is not the sphefe of 
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citizenship it is that of capital. Capital is the surplus extracted out of the circuit of produce 
(ion. Capital is something which is constantly searching for itself. This is one of the 
reasons that in a capitalist economy the goods market is superseded by the money market, 
and the real evaluative centres of the economy are the financial markets. The objective of 
all economic activity is accumulation for its own sake, the amassment of pure quantity. 
The driving force behind financial markets is normally speculation and not investment for 
the satisfaction of human needs. In the market capital compels individuals to accumulate 
for the sake of accumulation. 

Thus, according to liberal political theory the market is the sphere of capital while 
(he state is the sphere of citizenship. In the realm of citizenship, the individual is sover- 
eign, He has the divine right to desire what ever he wants, whereas in the sphere of 
capital all one can desire, is capital accumulation which is an end in itself. The dilemma 
of liberal theory is, that these different spheres of sovereignties normally clash with each 
other. 

The sovereignty of the citizen clashes with the sovereignty of capital. The question 
arises as to why this happens? What is the justification of this confrontation? The enlight- 
enment claim of anthropocentricity presumes the project of the enhancement of freedom. 
When this project is concretised in political, economic discourse, we find two aspects of 
the realisation of freedom. 

{a.) The abstract form of freedom = vote (circuit of citizenship) 

(b) The concrete form of freedom = capital ( circuit of capital) 

Theoretically the individual is free to' desire, anything he desires. But the irony is that 
the only desire he must have is the desire for capital accumulation because capital is the 
concrete form of freedom. In a capitalist economy, the individual is compelled to accept 
the sovereignty of capital because he does not have any instrument other than capital 
through which he can realise his freedom (remember RawTs primary goods). Because of 
this internal contradiction of liberal political theory, we are experiencing the legitimate 
withdrawal from the sphere of citizenship and the extension of the circuit of capital. This 
withdrawal from the sphere of citizenship puts democracy at risk. But a threat to democ- 
racy is also a threat to capitalism for the pursuits of enlightened self-interest requires 
commitment to the ideology of antecedent individuality and the divine right of the citizen. 
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